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ABSTRACT

Legend Has It: Tracking the Research Trope in Supernatural Horror Film Franchises

by
Deirdre Flood

Advisor: Leah Anderst
This study will analyze how information about monsters is conveyed in three horror franchises:
Poltergeist (1982-2015), A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984-2010), and The Ring (2002- 2018). My
analysis centers on the changing role of libraries and research, and how this affects the ways that
monsters are portrayed differently across the time periods represented in these films. These
franchises, which span a number of decades, and encompass sixteen films in total, offer a good
wealth of information to study because they are all films centered around monsters that haunt.
These monsters, while aesthetically in opposition to each other, are all ghost-like, yet corporeal.
More importantly, each of these monsters were once human and can move from the realm of the
supernatural to reality. These monsters are both rich in character history and a legitimate threat to
the physical realm. They are more mysterious than the fully human serial killer, and more
threatening than the ghost. Characters in these films have to first believe that these monsters exist,
then understand them, and finally, escape them. This pattern makes this type of horror monster well
suited for examining what stories and research do to influence both characters’ and audiences’
beliefs and understanding. This study will investigate how the modes of research that the characters
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engage in these films reveal our cultural relationship to information in these periods and our
relationship to the films’ monsters.
Keywords: Horror studies, research, information, monsters, ghosts, horror film sequels, horror film
franchises
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Introduction
Imagine a campground at night with a group of teenagers around a fire. Give it a moment,
and maybe you’ll see a storyteller emerge, a flashlight illuminating their face as they warn the
group about the horrors that took place there years before. Picture a family on the living room floor
of their newly purchased home, after midnight, and you’ll soon see a clairvoyant storyteller
revealing the house’s ghostly history. Conjure up a character in that haunted house, and it won’t be
long before you’ll see them sifting through records, newspapers, and ancient diaries hidden in the
basement. Horror is, at its heart, always about storytelling, and because of this, horror has always
been about the past coming to haunt the present. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen argues in the preface of
Monster Theory: Reading Culture that “The monster haunts; it does not simply bring past and
present together, but destroys the boundary that demanded their twinned foreclosure” (x). Because
monsters haunt by shattering the boundaries of time, they demand that we unearth the past through
storytelling and research. And in honor of blurred boundaries, this investigation will look at
monsters that blur the boundaries between reality and fantasy. It will blur the boundaries of the past
and present by examining the evolution of these films over time. And finally, it will examine the
boundaries of meta-analysis because this is, ultimately, a story about stories. So grab a seat by the
campfire because monsters haunt, and so does the past. I intend to examine what these films reveal
about what is haunting us now.
This study analyzes how information about monsters is conveyed in three horror franchises:
Poltergeist (1982-2015), A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984-2010), and The Ring (2002- 2018).
These franchises, which span a number of decades, and encompass sixteen films in total, offer a
good wealth of information to study because, while they each occupy a different sub-genre:
fantasy/horror, slasher, and mystery-thriller, they are all films centered around monsters that haunt.
These monsters, while aesthetically in opposition to each other, are all ghost-like, yet corporeal.
1

Most importantly, each of these monsters were once human and can move from the realm of the
supernatural to reality. These monsters are both rich in character history and a legitimate threat to
the physical realm. They are more mysterious than the fully human serial killer, and more
threatening than the ghost. Characters in these films have to first believe that these monsters exist,
then understand them, and finally, escape them. This pattern makes this type of horror monster well
suited for examining what stories and research do to influence both character and audience belief
and understanding. The modes of research in these films and the types of information they reveal
about these monsters have changed over time and reveal shifting cultural fears. These shifts mirror
our relationship to research and information in the digital era and highlight a growing cultural fear
of misinformation. Therefore, this study will investigate how the modes of research that characters
engage in these films reveal our cultural relationship to information in these periods and our
relationship to the films’ monsters.
This project is divided into three overall parts which will examine the methods of
information gathering and the characters’ motivation for gathering information about the monstrous
threat in the films in the 1980s, 1990s, 2000s, and 2010s. Each part will have an introduction which
will provide an overview of the argument, a section devoted to the types of research which will
delve into the analysis of the changes in research methods in the period, and finally, a section to
discuss how the characterization of the monsters in that period has shifted.
Literature Review:
Monsters have long fascinated scholars across a range of disciplines. As early as 1919,
Sigmund Freud, the famed psychologist, argues that the melding of the familiar and unfamiliar
aspects of the uncanny image are what produces the dread and horror characteristic of our
responses to depictions of monsters (219). More recently, Noel Carroll, a philosopher of aesthetics,
breaks down the horrific imagery of the “creature that transgresses categorical distinctions” (43).
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Scholars agree that what makes monsters terrifying is their ability to inhabit multiple bodies,
multiple spaces, and multiple states of being. They are alive and dead, corporeal and ethereal, real
and unreal. They eradicate boundaries and binaries, and most terrifying of all, their inability to be
confined gives them direct access to us. What happens when we are faced with monsters of this
kind? What happens to the way we understand them, discover them, and fear them? In the films I
will consider here, research, in a wide variety of forms, plays an important role in allowing
characters to navigate their responses to monsters.
While horror in general has been and remains a strong topic in film studies scholarship, my
focus on research tropes and the role of the library is uncommon. Just two recent works have
investigated the role of the librarian and the library in horror. Antoinette G. Graham’s 2010
dissertation, “Sign of the Librarian in the Cinema of Horror: An Exploration of Filmic Function,”
uses a semiotic approach to analyze the “role function” of librarians in horror films. She argues that
librarian roles in realist horror films often support drama and excitement. Graham isolates
seventeen roles of the librarian in thirty horror films spanning from 1944 to 2005. While she does
offer interesting analysis of the important functions librarians play in the genre, she doesn’t link the
roles and their respective time periods to any change in their function. Additionally, Gary P.
Radford and Marie L. Radford’s article, “Libraries, Librarians, and the Discourse of Fear” (2001)
argues that fear is the primary organizing principle through which we understand libraries. They
use Michel Foucault’s theory of discourse to analyze the depiction of libraries and librarians in
modern popular culture, including novels, films, and television shows. They suggest that in our
cultural imagination the library is signified as “the ultimate symbol of discursive control and order”
while also symbolizing “the boundary between the rational and the chaotic” (Radford 308, 305).
Because of this, the library is a signifier for fear. They claim that the library controls both written
and spoken discourse, and that “users find themselves in the midst of overpowering ‘rituals’ with
3

specialized ‘methods’ of searching and information retrieval” (Radford 303-304). They identify
three overall themes which emerge in popular culture “(1) the library as cathedral, (2) the
humiliation of the user, and (3) the library policeman” (Radford 308). Their research suggests that
our cultural understanding of libraries and librarians is that they are symbolic representations of
power and control and that our primary way of representing them and understanding them is
through fears of being controlled, navigating the libraries’ controlled rituals, and recognizing that
the controlled discourse of the library suggests that there exists a looming threat of uncontrolled
discourse which we have no way of organizing ourselves. While I am indebted to the conclusions
that these two works draw, these rare works of scholarship which focus on the roles of research in
horror studies fail to investigate how the role of research in horror films has evolved over time or
how the tropes surrounding research, knowing, and information gathering affect characters’ and
viewers’ relationships to the monstrous threat.
Though the business of studying the evolution of horror and what it communicates about
our changing cultural anxieties is not uncommon in the field, rarely do scholars investigate how the
evolution of specific monsters reflects the audience’s changing relationship to the fears these
monsters represent. Many scholars have investigated the relationship between the shifting horror
monster and the zeitgeist of the historical period. Two such examples are: Kim Newman’s
Nightmare Movies: Horror on Screen Since the 1960s and Scott Poole’s Monsters in America: Our
Obsession with the Hideous and the Haunting.
Very rarely, however, do scholars look at the evolution of specific characters across
decades in order to understand cultural shifts. This could be due to our cultural dismissal of the
value of the “sequel” and film franchises. Ultimately, the horror genre depends so heavily on
sequels and franchises, which layer characters and stories across a number of decades, that it is
irresponsible for scholarly work to ignore the significance of these additions. Because of this, this
4

study will not isolate individual films but instead, analyze the entirety of each franchise to track the
changes in these tropes.
Some scholars have come close to this methodology with research comparing original films
to their remakes. In Making and Remaking Horror in the 1970s and 2000s: Why Don’t They Do it
Like They Used to? David Roche begins his first chapter by asking the question: “do the remakes
also reflect or tap into context related anxieties and, if so, are they in any way similar to those
critics have identified in the films of the 1970s?” (21). He examines the originals and remakes of
four horror franchises that emerge in the 1970s: Texas Chainsaw Massacre (1974), The Hills Have
Eyes (1977), Dawn of the Dead (1978), and Halloween (1978). Other than the analysis of Dawn of
the Dead, the sequel to Night of the Living Dead, Roche makes no mention of the numerous
sequels, remakes, reboots or prequels in any of the franchises. Presumably, this is so that Roche
can focus on just the 1970s and the 2000s. While his analysis of the aesthetics, and narrative
structure of these films in connection with the historical context of these periods is fascinating,
both his analysis (and his title) suggest that there is an evaluative argument being made. Like the
Hitchhiker in Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Roche’s chapter laments that horror isn’t being made in
“the old way” anymore when he claims that “the remakes of the 2000s tend to make a fairly
superficial and decorative use of contextual events, which are more of an explicit backdrop,
obtained with profilmic elements such as props, costumes, and diegetic music, rather than a
subterranean foundation for the narrative” (35). He seems to be referring to the diegetic timeline of
these films and not their actual historical context because he breezes by the more recent films’
references to 9/11, the war in Iraq, and the fear of terrorism and economic decline at the beginning
of the section on the early 2000s when he references Kevin Wetmore’s book Post 9/11 Horror in
American Cinema. Instead, he focuses on how the remakes make reference to a period in which
they were not created and that these explicit references are not embedded in the films narrative, but
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he fails to recognize that they are also not embedded in the films’ context because these are not
Vietnam movies. Ultimately, while the comparison of remakes to their originals can help us
understand the periods in which they emerge, this choice to frame the beginnings and endings of
these franchises, ignores the evolution of the characters over time, which could also influence their
change in representation.
In moments where the sequel and the franchise are in fact acknowledged in horror studies
conversations, they are not valued as significant works. In the introduction to an anthology titled
American Horror Film: Genre at the Turn of the Millennium, editor Steffen Hantke addresses the
common lament that the American horror film genre in the 21st century is “in crisis” (vii). He
observes arguments which revolve around the exhaustion of critics, audiences, and scholars over
the lack of originality in horror cinema in the first decade of the 21st century. He discusses the
emergence of Hollywood’s run of remakes of Japanese horror films such as the cycle of The Ring
films, which I will address in this thesis. These films are based on Hideo Nakata’s Japanese horror
film Ringu (1998), which is itself an adaptation of a book series from the early 1990s. Hantke
outlines how the emergence of American remakes of Japanese horror extended into remakes of
American horror films from earlier periods which are now considered classic eras in the industry.
His extensive research indicates that conversations around these iterations in both popular
discourses and scholarly fields center on evaluating the films rather than analyzing them. It seems
that any addition to a horror franchise cannot escape the shadow of its original. But as scholars, is
the question of evaluation a valuable one? Even more so, another way that franchise additions like
sequels, remakes, and reboots are devalued in academic studies on the genre is in the way scholars
will sometimes dismiss them as evidence of purely economic concerns.
Too often discussions of horror sequels and franchises center around what I’ll call “the cash
grab theory,” the dismissive argument that the emergence of sequels, franchises, remakes, and
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reboots can be explained by speculating about economic and financial concerns. One example of
this is Martin Harris and Kathryn Conner Bennett’s (2010) analysis of Halloween III in their article
“You Can’t Kill The Boogeyman: Halloween III and the Modern Horror Franchise.” They begin
their argument by positioning themselves against a theory that Paul Budra puts forth in a chapter
called “Recurrent Monsters: Why Freddy, Michael, and Jason Keep Coming Back.” Budra argues
that “the sequelization of recent horror movies is indicative of the emergence of the postmodern
horror film, a subgenre that manifests frightening uncertainty through formal innovation, while
seducing the viewer through an alignment with the reoccurring monster” (Budra 190). Harris and
Bennett suggest that explaining the prevalence of sequels in this period by arguing that they touch
on cultural anxieties in a postmodern world is not an efficient way to understand their emergence,
and that instead the way to explain the persistence of the horror franchise in the 1980s is through
the “economic realities of Hollywood” (Harris 98). But there are several problems with this. First,
they don’t acknowledge that Budra says, “Though the financial argument obviously justified the
first sequels to Halloween (1978), A Nightmare on Elm Street (1985) The Howling (1989), and
even Friday the 13th (1980), by the time these films reached their seventh installments many filmgoers were simply baffled at their persistence. And we must remember that only a handful of horror
films have ever been big office draws” (190). Second, their argument focuses on one example,
Halloween III, which is the only film in the Halloween franchise that does not feature the
franchise’s monster, Michael Meyers. They argue that because the monster does not return, this is
evidence that the horror sequel is not reflective of a fear of the monster who transgresses
boundaries, and instead, Michael Meyers’ absence from the film suggests that the existence of
horror sequels is merely because of money. They acknowledge that this film is an anomaly when
they say “I examine one horror sequel in which the ‘monster’ does not come back” (emphasis
added Harris 100). And again, when they write, “No single film in any such series attempts to
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move away from the formula as radically as does Halloween III” (Harris 100). Even though they
acknowledge the unique situation that is Halloween III, they make no attempt to justify how this
outlier can be used as an example to suggest that all horror franchises can be understood through
their economic lens. This is a problematic methodology to say the least. Especially since there are
15 sequels in the 1980s for the big three slasher franchises alone (A Nightmare on Elm Street,
Halloween, and Friday the 13th). Furthermore, they fail to recognize that explaining the prevalence
of the horror franchise in this period through postmodernism and through economic concerns are
not mutually exclusive, and that both arguments can be and probably are true.
Here’s the problem with this frame of thought espoused by Harris and Bennet. First, this is
reflective of Susan Sontag’s distinction between “cinema as art” and “cinema as industry”
discussed in her essay “The Decay of Cinema” (1996) where she claims that the death of a
cinephilia and cinema itself is caused by capitalism, but really what she argues in this essay is that
the death of cinema is caused by sequelization. This is because of her many references to what she
believes is a lack of originality and unique films at the end of the 20th century. I contend that this
distinction between cinema as art and cinema as industry is a faulty one used to portray elitist
arguments which devalue modern popular films. This is something that horror film scholars have
been historically working against. So why does this frame of thought emerge in scholarly
discussion on the genre? Film has always been both a form of art and a form of industry and to
claim that the medium has shifted from one to another or that sequelization is evidence of this is
absurd. Second, not only does it dismiss the value of these films but it implies a cultural
fetishization of “original work” a theme which Brian Hu in his article, “Make a copy, pass it on:
The Ring Two and the Ghost of Verbinski” (2010), has discussed in conjunction with his use of
auteur theory to understand The Ring franchise. Ultimately, the cash grab theory’s most prominent
flaw is perhaps the fact that this line of thinking stems from the question, “why do sequels exist?”
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when a far more interesting question would be, “how can the existence of sequels help us
understand both the characters in these films and the viewers who seek them out?” Instead of
bickering about the value of sequels, we could look at how they dictate and change the ways we
understand this genre because regardless of whether fans, critics, or scholars would like to admit it,
the sequel isn’t going anywhere, and its widespread existence and popularity is enough to warrant
proper analysis.
In fact, franchises and their originals, sequels, remakes and reboots are the perfect
candidates to study the zeitgeist of a period because they feature the same character in different
times. Nothing could be a more perfect sample to study. Any change in characterization has to be a
result of the period in which it emerges and not because of narrative distinction. This has been
traditionally ignored in horror scholarship because most scholars who study the historical and
cultural contexts of horror films in different decades will isolate films from different franchises in
the same period to make their claims. However, examining the franchises in their entirety across
various decades can allow researchers to take a more data-driven and quantitative approach, to see
how cultural and historical context evolve and change these familiar characters. One example of
the failure to do this is Dana Gross’ (2015) thesis titled, “The American Monster,” which examines
the zeitgeist of the 1970s through the early 2000s by analyzing the changing face of what she calls
“the human monster” in horror films. While her categories are fascinating and her arguments are
nuanced, her choice to isolate texts that feature different characters rather than looking at the ways
that the same characters change over time across sequels or remakes leaves gaps in her argument.
Film studies, like other fields in the humanities, traditionally prioritizes content and
aesthetic analysis over data analysis or other quantitative methods to investigate and analyze film
techniques, effects, and their meaning. However, this has begun to change. Sociologists and horror
film scholars have begun to track and analyze audience reactions. One such example is Cynthia M.
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King and Nora Hourani’s fascinating 2007 study, “Don’t Tease Me: Effects of Ending Type on
Horror Film Enjoyment.” King and Hourani manipulated the endings of four horror films and
tracked audience reactions using surveys to determine how audiences experience the tropes
involving the ending of horror films. Similarly, Kimberly A. Neuendorf and Glenn Spark’s 1988
study, “Predicting Emotional Responses to Horror Films from Cue-Specific Affect” uses
quantitative analysis to study audience members’ emotional and affective reactions to horror films.
While these investigations are important additions to horror studies literature because they
prioritize tracking data, they prioritize actual viewers’ responses and don’t bring us closer to seeing
how quantitative data can help us study the films themselves.
Little is being done by scholars, in other words, to use data analysis to track and understand
specific films, their use of tropes and techniques, and the meaning that these changing tropes
convey about cultural shifts. There exist, however, popular projects that are attempting to fill in
these overlooked areas. One example is the website, Where’s the Jump?, which is a database of
movie jump scares that seeks to “provide a comprehensive listing of the jump scares in horror and
thriller movies along with a short description of the scene and the time in the movie they occur”
(“Where’s the Jump?”). Their database features statistics, charts, and information for over 500
horror, thriller, and science fiction films. While their database analyzes horror films using
quantitative methods they don’t take their data to the next step and offer analysis for what these
changes in the data illustrate about horror, its audience, or cultural shifts.
Here I seek to bridge many of these methods and areas of inquiry by employing a mixedmethods approach to analyzing monsters and research tropes across many films within three
important horror franchises. My research will not isolate specific historical events as causes of
shifts in how films depict monsters, but instead, I will hone in on the ways the shifts in these
franchises across several decades reflect cultural beliefs and fears throughout these periods.
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Through close reading for film techniques, data collection of the recurrence of tropes, secondary
source research, and personal autobiographical reflection, I will construct a comprehensive
framework for deeper analysis. This mixed-methods approach will enable me to more closely and
more fully realize my analysis of the films.
Section Overview:
Part One: Inaccessible Information and the Monstrous Other in 1980s and 1990s Horror
Films will examine the first seven A Nightmare on Elm Street films and all three of the original
Poltergeist films. The methods of information gathering in the films of this period highlight the
inaccessibility of research and often center on asking the simple question: what is happening? In
this way, these films categorize their ghosts as monstrous others without justified motivations or
histories.
Part Two: Accessible Information and the Sympathetic Monster in early 2000s Horror
Films will examine the first two films in The Ring franchise and the A Nightmare on Elm Street
reboot Freddy vs. Jason. This section will suggest that films of this era increasingly use empirical
research methods which highlights a cultural shift to more easily accessible information. The films
also highlight the anxieties associated with this newly found access: the realization that the
information we had previously been given was flawed. Ultimately, the films are interested in
answering not just what is happening but also the question: why is this happening? And therefore,
they categorize their ghosts as monstrous entities that are still othered but deserving of sympathy
and understanding.
Finally, Part Three: The Agent Investigator and the Empathetic Monster in Horror Films of
the 2010s will examine the recent remakes of both A Nightmare on Elm Street and Poltergeist, as
well as the 2018 reboot to The Ring franchise Rings. Horror characters of this period have gained
increasing agency in the investigation and discovery of the monsters’ histories which reflects our
11

cultural relationship to information and research in the digital era. Because of this, the characters
and the audience have been burdened with the anxiety associated with the responsibility to collect
and analyze this information. Thus, this period reflects the cultural anxiety of misinformation and
misinterpretation. Because of their agency in the research, though, characters often empathize with
the monsters in this period. The films continue to ask: why is this happening? And therefore, they
categorize their monsters as non othered fully humanized extensions of the self. This shift from
what to why suggests that modern horror characters don’t research to believe in the existence of a
ghost, but to understand and empathize with a ghost. In these most recent films, ghosts have come
to signify humanized trauma and no longer the threat of the other.
So, let’s meet our monsters. The A Nightmare on Elm Street franchise (1984-2010) centers
on teenage victims who are unable to sleep because, if they do, a man named Freddy Krueger, a
deceased child murderer, will slaughter them in their dreams. The Ring franchise (2002-2018) tells
the story of a child ghost named Samara Morgan who has made a videotape that kills people seven
days after they watch it. Finally, The Poltergeist franchise (1982-2015) focuses on the haunting
that the Freeling family experiences when their young daughter, Carol Anne, is sucked into a portal
that leads to a dimension over run with lost ghosts and a monstrous man named Reverend Henry
Kane.
Methodology:
Because the unknown is the thing that most terrifies us, obtaining knowledge about the
unknown monster has become an important trope of the horror genre. Specifically, my research
will investigate how moments of research, oral storytelling, and any other methods of knowing are
utilized in these films from 1982 to 2018. Each of these methods for obtaining information allows
the characters and audience to be closer to understanding the monster and perhaps as a result more
able to vanquish them.
12

I have separated the different methods of information gathering in supernatural horror into
two overall types and ten sub-categories. Their definitions are as follows.
Type 1: First hand knowledge:
1) Flashbacks include scenes where we have direct access to events from the past.
2) Magical Medium scenes include moments where any person(s) can access knowledge through
becoming vessels for the haunting to speak, reading the aura of a setting, or having an
emotional experience that allows them to connect to the haunting.
3) Entering the Cellar scenes include moments that involve the researcher entering a place where
the haunting’s origin began or a space previously occupied by the monster to investigate.
Type 2: Second hand knowledge:
4) Harbinger scenes include character(s) that verbally warn the protagonists about the haunting, or
an object or image that foreshadows a monster’s attack.
5) Background News scenes include moments where characters obtain information through
overhearing news reports on television. This differs from other types of research because
the character always happens upon this information without seeking it out.
6) Library/Archive scenes include character(s) looking through books, records, newspapers on
microfiche or in print, or doing computer research in any setting. I often refer to these as
empirical document research scenes because they don’t always involve library settings.
7) Interview Research scenes include character(s) seeking out someone who was present for a
previous supernatural instance and asking for their version of events;
8) Storytelling scenes include moments where characters tell stories about the haunting either
through hearsay or their own personal experience. These will sometimes overlap with
interview scenes if the story is told as a result of a character seeking information from
someone.
13

9) Personal Research scenes include moments where the researcher investigates personal photos,
diaries, or artifacts belonging to the characters or the monsters themselves that
communicate something about the haunting.
10) and finally, Paranormal Investigator scenes include moments where researchers set up
technology or do experiments in order to gain empirical information about the haunting.
After tracking the films for these ten methods of gaining knowledge, I have plotted the information
into the below bar graph which presents an overall picture of the kinds and frequency of research
types across these many films. Each section of this thesis includes additional graphs more focused
on the specific time periods under investigation.
Results:
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Table 1. Research Tropes in all films
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One thing that stands out in the graph is a significant increase over time in document
research scenes which I refer to as library-archive scenes, represented by the green lines. From the
1990s into the 2000s, many more characters are themselves entering libraries and archives than was
typical in earlier films. Within the films spanning from 1982-1989, six films feature one empirical
document research scene and two of the films feature none. In contrast, in the films spanning from
1991-2018 six of the films feature between 3 and 13 empirical document research scenes while two
of them feature none. This is a dramatic increase which highlights our shifting relationship to this
type of information. There is also an increase in personal research scenes in horror films across
time. In the 1980s and the 1990s personal research scenes stay below two instances, but between
2002 and 2018 they appear anywhere between zero and six times in the films. Interestingly,
Interview scenes also increase over time. From 1982-1994 interview scenes range from 0-5, but
from 2002 until 2018 they span a range of 0-10. Ultimately, a glance at the chart will reveal that the
number of scenes for most research tropes increase in recent iterations which suggest that while a
number of these tropes are not new, the number of times each film utilizes them has increased. This
suggests that research overall has become a primary storytelling device in the genre. While I do not
have the space to closely analyze each research trope I tracked, I will look closely at library and
archive scenes, paranormal investigations, and personal research. The numbers of these, in
particular, stand out as revealing new ways to see the relationships between characters and
monsters, and films and viewers across these franchises.
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Part One: Inaccessible Information and the Monstrous Other in 1980s and 1990s Horror
Films
In the 1980s, information and research were not as accessible to the general public as they
are today, and this inaccessibility is reflected in the tropes of the horror films of this decade.
Because characters don’t have mass access to information, the details they uncover about the horror
monsters of this decade are also scarce. As a result, the monsters in these films are othered as
beasts with no understandable motivation and sometimes no recognizable identity. The less we can
uncover about them, the less we understand them and identify with them. There are several ways in
which this is occurring in the films.

Table 2. Tracking the Research Trope in 1980s and 1990s Horror Franchises
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This graph is a smaller section of the previous graph which highlights the types of research
in the 1980s and 1990s. What is significant about this period is the lack of library archive scenes,
which stay below 1 in each of the films in the 1980s and slowly increase to 4 in the 1990s. The
graph indicates that harbingers, magical mediums, storytelling and interviews are the primary
modes through which characters learn about the haunting in this period. Each of these methods of
research come to the audience without the agency of investigation and therefore the characters in
this period typically experience the haunting and uncover the secrets of the monster without
seeking them out. Instead, side characters offer information through storytelling, warnings and
interviews which lead the characters to understanding.
Types of Research in this Period:
Research happens off screen and is second hand in 1980s horror films. It is vague and
inaccessible. It comes to us and the protagonist through stories about side characters finding books,
records, or newspapers. In the first A Nightmare on Elm Street film (1984) for instance, the
protagonist, Nancy, obtains a book on how to set up booby traps off screen and reveals this
discovery to her friend Glen on a bridge in a transitional scene before the climax. Nancy later uses
the information she gains from the book to set up booby traps in her house to attempt to capture
Freddy Krueger (A Nightmare on Elm Street 00:54:10). This research is vital in the protagonist’s
defeat of Freddy, but the audience is not invited to experience the process. Instead, we watch as
Nancy defeats Freddy on her own. In the second installment of the Nightmare on Elm Street
franchise, A Nightmare on Elm Street 2: Freddy’s Revenge (1985), the protagonist, Jesse, is taken
to an abandoned power plant by his friend Lisa Webber who reveals that she has found a
Newspaper with crucial information on the haunting. The newspaper said that a man named Freddy
Krueger had kidnapped twenty kids and brought them to this powerplant to kill them (A Nightmare
on Elm Street 2: Freddy’s Revenge 00:44:06). In both instances, the only empirical document
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research done by the characters in the films happens off screen and is inaccessible to the audience.
In the first eight films in this period, which all take place in the 1980s, there is either one instance
of empirical document research or none at all (See Table 2). Yet, each of these single instances are
marked as invisible because we never see them occur on screen. This reflects our cultural
relationship to information in this period because it is marked as not easily accessible.
Additionally, first hand experience was a more valuable way of knowing in the horror films
in this period. These characters didn’t require research to understand what was happening to them.
In Poltergeist (1982) a group of paranormal investigators arrive at the Freeling’s home to
investigate the disappearance of their youngest daughter, Carol Anne. By the time they arrive, the
family is more than convinced that their daughter is somehow trapped in another realm. There are
several gags that occur as the family walks the investigators through the house, which not only
indicate that the haunting they are experiencing is severe but that the family knows more about
hauntings than the professionals because the family has first hand experience and the professionals
have only data. The first experiment they conduct with the paranormal investigators is not
prompted by the professionals at all and does not use their equipment. Instead, they all gather in the
living room to attempt to contact Carol Anne by switching on the television set and calling out to
her. For this reason, I have categorized this scene not as a paranormal investigator scene, but as a
magical medium scene; the mother, Diane Freeling, acts as a medium to gain information from her
daughter. Throughout the film, the characters, including the paranormal investigators, overlook
empirical methods of gaining information in favor of their own experience. One of the investigators
forgets to take the lens off of a camera before capturing a ghostly phenomenon because he was
entranced by watching it with his own eyes. Later, the investigators ignore the security tapes
they’ve placed around the house to stand at the bottom of the stairs and watch the apparitions
appear in real time. They frequently choose to engage their own experience over their data.
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While these characters, in Poltergeist, are marked as professional investigators they are
frequently characterized as equal to the family and are not othered by their role. On the first night
that they arrive, the psychologist who runs the group, Dr. Lesh, sits with Diane Freeling to drink
and reflect about what they are experiencing. She says, “I’m the one who should be embarrassed
(...) parapsychology isn’t something you master in. There are no certificates of graduation, no
licenses to practice. I am a professional psychologist who spent most of my time engaged in this
ghostly hobby, which makes me the most irresponsible woman of my age that I know” (Poltergeist,
1982, 00:55:12). It is as if their research is unnecessary in the investigation and instead, their
relationships are more in focus. Dr. Lesh’s character in particular seems to become part of the
family by the end of the film. When Diane says goodbye to her husband before entering the portal
to save their daughter the camera cuts to Dr. Lesh, almost as if Dr. Lesh is part of this family.
When Diane and Carol Anne emerge from the portal unconscious, it is Dr. Lesh, and the other
paranormal investigator, Ryan, who first come to their aid. After Diane retrieves Carol Anne from
the ghostly dimension and the parents embrace their daughter in the bathtub, the camera cuts to Dr.
Lesch crying tears of joy. Dr. Lesh is the last shot of this scene, indicating that this experience has
connected them. This could indicate that because research wasn’t as easily accessible in this period,
first hand experience was a more efficient way to understand phenomena and gain knowledge
about it. However, not all the professionals in the films of this period function in this way.
Not only is research marked as inaccessible in this period because it happens behind the
veil, it is often performed by professionals. In Poltergeist II: The Otherside (1986), research is seen
as a mystical unexplained process. A medium named Tangina, who had made an appearance in the
first Poltergeist film as well, visits the Freeling family because she sensed they were in danger and
tells Diane Freeling, Carol Anne’s mother, “Below the old cemetery, is what seems to be a tomb
with many bodies in it, directly below your house.” Diane asks, “Who are they?” and Tangina
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responds, “The researchers don’t know who these people were. There are no marked graves. There
are however, records of a religious sect that mysteriously disappeared” (Poltergeist II: The Other
Side 56:20:10). Not only does this highlight the lack of identities for the ghosts during this period,
but this story shapes the characters’ and audiences’ understanding of the haunting. Tangina’s use of
vague language like “the researchers” and “there are records” isolates the characters and viewers
from the research process. In other words, research remains a mystery in this film. It merely exists,
without any understandable process to locate it. Tangina’s role as a medium marks research both as
a mystical process because it is coming to us through a mystical agent but also because she is a
professional. We are unable to understand how she has access to this narrative or this research.
Similarly, the only time that empirical document or traditional research is performed on
screen in the A Nightmare on Elm Street franchise during this period is in A Nightmare on Elm
Street 3: Dream Warriors, when a professor uses a monochrome green MS-DOS monitor to search
for the definition of a sleep drug that characters were using to silence their dreams and protect
themselves from being attacked by Freddy Krueger. While the research happens on screen, and is
therefore literally more accessible than the rest of the franchise’s document research moments in
the 1980s, his professional role marks this act of research as a privileged one. Ultimately, these
moments mark research as a process that both the protagonist and the audience cannot participate
in because we do not have the means.
Presentation and Reception of the Monstrous Character in 1980s and 1990s Horror
Films:
The ghosts in this period are othered through being presented as a collective mass with no
discernable individual identities. The lack of available information and investigation in these films
leads to an obvious interpretation of monstrousness- the other. Because we cannot research, we
cannot come to know who these ghosts are, rendering them collective and inhuman.
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In 1980s horror films, moments of investigation do little to uncover the identities of the
haunting spirits and instead portray them as collective masses of unknown evil. This is especially
true of hauntings, which frequently lack character motivation, because they feature monsters
without names, faces, or bodies. As a result, their ghosts and monsters can’t have fully formed
identities and histories. It was not uncommon for 80s haunting films to ignore explanations for the
supernatural. Gesa Mackenthun writes on The Shining (1980), “Besides making oblique references
to a reincarnation of evil, the film gives no clear explanation of the origin of the haunting” (93).
Mackenthun goes on to argue in her article that the presence of American Indian burial grounds in
American Horror films and books of the 1980s indicates that the genocide of Native Americans in
the nineteenth century haunts 1980s American Horror fiction. She follows this trope to uncover
how this history is both remembered and forgotten in these texts. She writes, “the symbolic and
scientific preoccupation with Indian graves and remains suggests that the Indian exodus had
produced a greater psychological instability within U.S. society than is generally assumed” (97).
Many films of the era allude to the psychological instability Mackenthum describes. In fact, in the
iconic Amityville Horror (1979), research reveals that the film’s haunting is caused by “devil
worship” on “special grounds” where a cult leader John Ketchum would perform rituals. The
second installment takes the notion of the special ground further by adding a why. And why is this
ground so special? You guessed it, ancient burial grounds. A similar situation occurs in the lore of
Poltergeist (1982). The first film, is built on the idea that the haunting was caused by the realtor’s
greedy desecration of a cemetery, but the film explicitly says, “it’s not ancient tribal burial
grounds” (Poltergeist 1:13:24). However, the second film Poltergeist II: The Other Side begins
with a scene of Taylor, a Native American character, performing a ritual with a smoke stack to
investigate the burial grounds of the original Freeling home that was destroyed at the end of the
previous movie. The existence of a Native American main character and the imagery of Native
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American rituals in the film recharacterize our understanding of the burial grounds in both films.
Yet, the dead remain nameless. In both The Amityville Horror and the original Poltergeist, the
films refuse to name the community of the dead who they’ve wronged. They are a mass of bodies
with no signifier and no place to belong. But their displacement doesn’t mark them as sympathetic,
instead it marks them as a vengeful mob of the undead. When their bodies emerge from the ground
in Poltergeist in droves, we do not interpret this as justice. We, like the protagonists, other them as
monstrous and inhuman.

Fig. 1 The Stairs in Poltergeist (1982)
The supernatural horror of the 80s lacked visible human monsters, and instead incorporated
images like the apparitions in Poltergeist. When the mass of ghosts walk down the stairs in a line,
we are only able to just make out the outlines of their shapes under glowing orbs of light (See Fig.
1). The film embodies the spirit inside apparitions and in this way, it dehumanizes them. What this
communicates is that the focus in 1980s hauntings was on the collective trauma of an other
perceived as a threat to the characters. Their haunting was a non humanized threat of a collective
group.
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The lack of information not only highlights the absence of the monsters’ identities, it also
leads to the dehumanization of these ghosts. In the first installment of Poltergeist (1982), the
medium, Tangina, tells a story which describes the ghosts in the alternate dimension with Carol
Anne. I’ve included parts of a lengthy quote from her because the long thread of her dialogue
reveals both her mystical, inaccessible knowledge and her inability to communicate her knowledge
to the Freelings. It also highlights the dehumanization of the ghosts in this period. She says,
There is no death. There is only a transition to a different sphere of consciousness. Carol
Anne is not like those she's with. She is a living presence in their spiritual earthbound
plain. They are attracted to the one thing about her that is different from themselves - her
life force. (...) You understand me? These souls, who for whatever reason are not at rest,
are also not aware that they have passed on. (...) There's one more thing. A terrible
presence is in there with her. So much rage, so much betrayal, I've never sensed anything
like it. I don't know what hovers over this house, but it was strong enough to punch a hole
into this world and take your daughter away from you. It keeps Carol Anne very close to
it and away from the spectral light. It LIES to her, it tells her things only a child could
understand. It has been using her to restrain the others. To her, it simply IS another child.
To us, it is the BEAST. Now, let's go get your daughter (Poltergeist 1:18:30).
There are so many key things happening here. First, Tangina makes a distinction between the
ghosts and this other entity in this realm. She refers to the ghosts as “others” which can be a marker
for dehumanization. She also refers to them as “they” signaling the identity as a collective mass
previously discussed. Ultimately, she paints this group as one deserving of sympathy because they
are lost and need help. However, we are unable to fully accept the responsibility to help them since
we do not know who these ghosts are, and therefore cannot help. Even if they deserve this
sympathy, the film does not invite the audience to experience it. Especially because after this
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moment, in the film’s climax, characters are literally attacked by the bodies of these ghosts when
their graves emerge from the ground below the house, breaking open the floors while the Freelings
run for safety. (See fig. 4). Nonetheless, Tangina introduces a new rival who is much more sinister.
She only refers to this entity as “it,” an extreme linguistic form of dehumanization. She describes
the entity as terrible, as a manifestation of rage and betrayal, until finally referring to the entity as
“the beast.” All of these moves indicate that this film uses methods of information gathering, like
storytelling, in order to other and dehumanize the monsters it describes.

Fig.4 Graves emerge from the floor in Poltergeist (1982).
Even when the ghosts are given names, bodies, and identities in this period they are still
marked as monstrous and other through dehumanization. Inevitably, the farther you get into a
franchise, the more information you obtain about the monsters and the characters (if they survive).
In the second installment of Poltergeist, Poltergeist II: The Other Side the medium, Tangina, and
Taylor, the Native American, who also acts as a medium in the sequel, tell the story of the half25

ghost, Reverend Henry Kane who has become corporeal in order to attempt to kidnap Carol Anne.
They say he was a cult leader in the early 1800s who manipulated his followers into living
underground in wait of an apocalypse but when “the day he predicts for the end of the world comes
and goes, (...) Kane won’t let them leave” (Poltergeist II: The Other Side 1:00:09). This backstory
attempts to explain the “why” left unanswered in the previous film; who are these ghosts and “the
beast” and why do they haunt? This complicates the graves left in the ground in the previous film
because it reveals that they weren’t just graves, but people who were killed underground because
their leader let them starve. Tangina says, “It all makes sense now. His followers become restless
because they tasted her [Carol Anne’s] life-force. This person is no longer human. He is the beast”
(Poltergeist II: The Otherside 1:01:10). Even though we now know who Kane was before his
death, and we’ve seen him in semi-corporeal form, he is still dehumanized and othered when
Tangina refers to him, again, as “the beast.” Kane may become humanized but he is consistently
denoted as “evil” and “beastly” and the backstory highlights his monstrousness. While the
sympathetic ghosts, his innocent followers, remain a nameless lot who are not given histories or
identities and thus not fully realized as sympathetic characters.
A Haunting:
My cousin, Jake, remembering my sister’s room in the house we grew up in: (Interview:
May 17th 2019, Inside during a party at his house).
Jake: “I remember the love seat. I remember watching- What did we watch? What fucking
horror movie did we fucking watch? The exorcism? The fucking children laughing.”
Me: “Poltergeist.”
My best friend, Melissa, remembering my sister’s room earlier that same night at the party
on the stoop. (Interview: May 17th 2019).
Me: “What do you remember about it before it was Ari’s room?”
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Melissa: “I remember watching Poltergeist. It scared the shit outta me. Me, you, Jake and
Niamh decide to go to Blockbuster and you’re like ‘yo lets get Poltergeist’ and I'm like ‘yo I’m
down. I dunno what that is.’ So we watch it in the porch before it was Ariana's room. We’re
watching the movie. We got the blankets and everything. I think we put it on the Xbox cause you
had an Xbox at the time. We were sitting there with the blankets and the only thing that I remember
is that motherfucker’s face peeling-off. It was the scariest part of that whole goddamn movie. Fuck
that movie. I hate it so much. We were like ten. It was a mistake.”
This is what I remember: “You can never tell my mother we watched this,” Melissa said, in
what must have been 2001, pacing the room. It was 3 o’clock in the afternoon, so the sunlight
poured in through the back windows and left a glare on the 15 inch television that played the end
credits of Poltergeist.
“Deal.” my younger sister Niamh said looking nervous herself.
Then the doorbell rang. We jumped. Jake went to answer it. I stood behind him. It was Billy
Su, or no, it was Eric Centrone. Whoever they were they wanted us to come out and play because it
was July.
“You gotta see this movie, man.” I started recapping how awesome it was, and in the
distance behind us, came a sound from Ari’s room, from the TV that was still playing through the
end credits. The clouds must have passed over the sun because I remember the room being
suddenly dark. And a laugh, multiple laughs, children’s laughs, the creepy kind that sound like
they’re coming from a group of ghost children in the back of an abandoned hospital, played at the
end of the credits. The laughs snuck out of the room- passed the glass doors- and into our ten year
old eardrums. We screamed and ran in all directions.
And Eric, or Billy, or whoever it was, just laughed.
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We watched Poltergeist in 2001, almost 20 years after its release, but it didn’t fail to
resonate with us. The idea that a television set was the gateway to a horrific realm filled with
ghosts wasn’t very comforting to a room full of 6th graders sitting in front of the TV that consumed
most of their leisure time. We had engaged in an act of research by watching the movie, and we
knew that this engagement had created a gateway from our reality to the reality of the film. The
disembodied laughter that emerges at the end credits of Poltergeist, which still haunts us almost 20
years after this first viewing, is emblematic of the disembodiment of all of the film’s ghosts. The
identities and motivations of the monsters from this era are largely hidden from the films’
characters and the viewers. As we will see, this shifts in horror of later eras, where the monsters are
provided back stories, traumas of their own, and ultimately portrayed sympathetically.
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Part Two: Accessible Information and the Sympathetic Monster in early 2000s Horror
Films:
After we become culturally entrenched in the ability to perform individual research with
access to home computers and the internet, empirical document research begins to appear in these
films. Furthermore, not only does empirical research appear in these films, these moments become
the primary mode through which these movies give us information about their monsters. Since this
period acts as a bridge, the monsters are still othered, yet the increasing accessibility of information
results in monsters who are portrayed as more sympathetic. This is because, through research, their
identities and histories become apparent and they become more human.

Table 3. Tracking the Research Trope in the Early 2000s
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This graph highlights the types of research portrayed in the chosen films from the early
2000s. Personal artifact research, storytelling, interviews, and library-archive research are the
primary methods through which characters gain understanding of the hauntings in this period. As a
result, Harbingers, magical mediums, background news and paranormal investigators fall to the
wayside. This indicates that the protagonists of these horror films have increased agency in their
investigation because they are increasingly utilizing methods of research which require their active
involvement. Because the research uncovered in these films is more personal and the protagonists
have first hand experience with investigation, monsters in this period become more sympathetic.
This is because the characters are able to uncover the monster’s histories and identities through
active engagement and a desire to understand them.
Blurred Boundaries, On Ghostly Photography and Photography as Ghostly:
When I was a teenager, growing up in the early 2000s, my friends and I would often
investigate ghostly experiences through technology. We listened to videos posted online of Led
Zeppelin songs played in reverse, (because this was the 2000s and not the 1980s we didn’t play the
records backwards on vinyl) and thought we had heard satanic messages in the distorted sounds of
Robert Plant’s voice. We took photos of the freight train tracks in Queens with novelty disposable
cameras from Party City that would display ghostly images in the corners of the frame through
double exposure. But our 21st century access to technology isn’t the reason we investigated ghosts
through these mechanisms. In fact, English professor, Susan Bruce argues that photography has
always been ghostly because photographs are shadows of a person’s self. She suggests, “like the
photograph, a ghost is not an image or an interpretation of the living person from whence he or she
sprung, but a trace, an emanation, a shadow of it- a radically contingent identity and not an
emblematic likeness” (Bruce 27). She goes on to explain how not only do these phenomena mirror
each other in their theoretical makeup but they mirror each other in the way we relate to them
30

because photography became the medium through which to capture a ghost, especially in the
medium’s early days (Bruce 25). And this leads us to videotapes. If photography can capture a
ghost, what can a video camera do?
“Have you heard about this videotape that kills you when you watch it?(...) you start to play
it and it’s like somebody’s nightmare. Then suddenly, this woman comes on, smiling at you, right?
Seeing you through the screen, and as soon as it’s over your phone rings. Someone knows you’ve
watched it, and what they say is, ‘you will die in seven days’” (The Ring 0:01:09-0:01:50). This is
the story the character Becca tells in the iconic opening scene of the 2002 horror film The Ring.
She’s describing a tape which introduces the film’s monster, Samara, a young girl who has died a
mysterious death and is now haunting the film’s characters. The tape portrays fragmented images
of uncanny and unsettling objects, places, and people. It follows no narrative. This tape is the first
lens through which we see Samara and begin to understand her. The victims who watch it are
haunted and experience Samara’s trauma over the course of seven days until finally, Samara,
soaked, swollen, and pale emerges from their television set and kills them. While she is portrayed
as a terrifying monster, she is almost passive in their murders because when she emerges from the
television and crawls towards the characters, she doesn’t actively attack them; instead, they die
from fear induced heart attacks after seeing her face. Over the course of the week after they view
the tape, their noses bleed, and they are unable to view themselves in reflections or appear in
photographs because their faces appear distorted and blurred. The tape causes a sort of forced
empathy as justice for Samara’s trauma. You see her story, experience her pain, and your identity is
blurred until finally, you see the suffering she experienced in her face, and are overwhelmed with
fear. After watching the tape, you are marked forever, never again able to look at your face. You,
like Samara, become a fragmented self.
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But, this “you” isn’t limited to the characters on screen because, as an audience member,
you too have seen the tape. In what must have been 2002, after the release of The Ring, my then
10-year-old sister, Niamh, had dyed her long, brown hair black. I remember leaving the living
room after watching the movie with her one afternoon and returning to find my sister palms flat on
the floor, feet perched on the shelf of the entertainment center at the foot of the television, long,
black hair covering her face. She spider-walked like Regan in The Exorcist towards me and for a
second, I was so scared, I wasn’t sure if she was real. I found myself counting the days since I first
saw the movie. Had it been seven? I wasn’t sure if Samara had indeed crawled out of our Sony
television set and was here to claim my life, or if Niamh was just a jerk.
I screamed, she fell, and we laughed.
Storytelling is often used as a way to set the scene for a horror film, but The Ring ups the
ante here because overheard ghost stories told by horror characters in the beginning of these films
usually don’t apply to the audience. We are typically safe in our reality on the other side of the
screen, but Samara blurs that boundary and crawls through the screens that usually separate and
protect us. So while the Freeling family in Poltergeist, are haunted by monsters that cause their TV
to become a portal, The Ring suggests any TV can become a portal for monsters if one has viewed
the tape. This means that we, as the audience, are no more safe than the movie’s characters
because, as mentioned above, we too have seen the tape.
Already, this film’s use of research and information gathering have shifted the cultural
understanding of the ghost because it marks a moment where films are moving away from only
othering these monsters and characters and have instead invited them into our lives. Similarly, on
screen research increases in the genre during this period and this makes the audience complicit in
the action of investigating. Interestingly, what this ultimately does is force the audience into a place
where we too are haunted by these beings, and therefore, we too are responsible for defeating them,
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These changes in the genre’s research techniques imply the method for defeating such monsters.
No more wooden stakes or silver bullets, now we seek to defeat the monsters through
understanding them.
Types of Research in this period:
In early 2000s horror films, empirical document research scenes become visible and this
reflects an increase in our cultural access to information. Research is very visible in 2002 in The
Ring, but the protagonist’s career as an investigative journalist marks this too as inaccessible to the
audience. It isn’t until 2004 when Freddy vs. Jason is released that research becomes visible and
accessible to non-professionals in the A Nightmare on Elm Street franchise.

Fig. 3 The Library in The Ring (2002).
Empirical research grows in the early 2000s’ horror films, but this research doesn’t offer a
sense of relief for these characters. In The Ring, for instance, we learn a lot about Samara, but in
jarring and incomplete ways because the film functions as a ninety minute research montage. The
film includes 34 total moments featuring research and follows an investigative reporter named
Rachel Keller who is investigating the mysterious death of her teenage niece after her niece
watched the tape. During the research-heavy section of The Ring, we see Rachel going from
library, to desktop computer, to archives in order to understand the mystery of Samara, the ghost,
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on the tape. The investigation montage begins with her sitting at an open table in a room full of
windows in the library as a librarian brings her a book on lighthouses (See Fig. 3). For a film shot
entirely in dark blues and greys, this scene is slightly brighter, the sun shines through the large
windows at her back. There is a somber song accompanying her. While it is brighter, and therefore
hopeful, the library is also signified as unapproachable because it is huge and daunting. The next
shot is a wide shot of an empty office. A janitor vacuums the carpet in the background as Rachel
types away at a desktop, looking for the island in the tape. In this moment, her research is marked
as lonely and increasingly dark. The shots cut back and forth between a shot of Rachel reading the
screen and close ups of the screen itself. The camera follows the click of the arrow and pans down
the text of the articles across the screen, implicating the viewer in the research. Next, the archives
scene begins with a close up of large bound books of old newspapers crashing to the ground.
Rachel reaches for a book at the top of a shelf. The next shot is a wide shot of Rachel surrounded
by unorganized piles of text (See Fig. 4). This marks research as chaotic and anxiety producing. As
each scene changes, the pace of the violin reel quickens and what sounds like a low cello emerges
as the scenes progress which evokes a sense of anxiety and panic. Her cataloged, lightened, hopeful
beginning descends into chaos, darkness, and confusion. As she digs deeper in her investigation,
she becomes more alone. Until finally, the text of her research becomes blurred in extreme close
ups and Rachel begins unknowingly crossing out a picture of Samara’s foster mother’s face (The
Ring, 2002, 00:41:40). The relief of knowing through investigation is not signified as a relief here
at all. It is signified as anxious, and the library and the archive are signified as distant impersonal
threats which don’t allow her to become closer to Samara. In fact, the more research she finds
through empirical means, (and not through Samara’s tape or visions) the farther away from
understanding Samara and her motives she becomes.
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Fig. 4 The Archives in The Ring (2002)
While libraries are a place of knowing and thus a place that theoretically can relieve the
anxiety of the unknown. Gary P. Radford suggests in his work “Libraries, Librarians and the
Discourse of Fear” that “the library is a place where ‘you might enter and you might not emerge’ a
place of mystery, danger, and death. It is a place of fear, and a place to be feared” (300). The
article goes on to suggest that “fear is the fundamental organizing principle, or code, through which
representations of libraries and librarians are manifest in modern popular cultural forms” (Radford
300). The reason for this, he concludes, is through distribution of power. Because they have access
to knowing, librarians and libraries also have control and power over those who don’t. A library’s
vastness leaves us in awe and that shushing librarian from Ghostbusters (1984) scares us not only
in her ghostliness but in her role as authoritarian collector of knowledge.
The increased presence of the empirical document research scene being performed on
screen by a character is not just mirroring our relationship to newly accessible information, it is
also mirroring the way we vet or understand that information. In both The Ring and Freddy vs.
Jason the investigating characters don’t use research to highlight available information, but to
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highlight information that is missing. In The Ring, Rachel first learns to examine the tape by
stretching the frame. She notices something in the corner of the frame and says “There’s something
there. There’s more picture.” Noah replies, “Hold on, I’m gonna stretch the alignment. No, it won’t
go any further.” (00:34:35- 00:34:50). But of course it does, because later Rachel is able to stretch
the film far enough to reveal her first tangible clue, an image of a lighthouse. It is this image that
sets Rachel out on her investigation and leads her to Samara’s hometown, family, and history.
Similarly, in Freddy vs. Jason, a film that was released two years later, two characters, who
are investigating the mysterious deaths of their friends, suspect that the recent string of murders are
connected to earlier crimes and conduct research on a library computer to look for past obituaries.
A character named Will says, “January 18th. That’s the day my brother committed suicide. Why
isn’t that in here? Sections of the records are gone. Look at all these blacked out obituaries. They
covered him up” (Freddy vs. Jason 00:31:10-00:31:40). In both instances, these characters are not
interested in discovering what is there, but instead they seek to discover what is not there. This
conspiracy theory thinking reflects a cultural anxiety in this period surrounding the distrust of
popular narratives. Because we had begun to have accessible information that we can collect
ourselves, we became cautious of information that had previously been given to us.
Consumers have more agency as investigators in the digital age but that responsibility is
one that produces fear, anxiety, and uncertainty. Interestingly, library schools began to shift how
the role of a librarian is framed for the public during this period. Whereas librarians have long held
archival roles, in our information age, their role now includes educating their patrons on how to sift
through all sorts of information, whether in an archive, in books, or online. According to Steven
Bell in his article “From Gatekeepers to Gate-Openers” (2009) there has been a cultural shift at the
beginning of the 21st century where patrons don’t want to consume possessions but instead
consume experiences (51). He argues that the future of libraries depends on their ability to create
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an environment where they do not just offer access to resources but also build relationships with
communities which will allow users to navigate and access information and the experience of
libraries on their own. This shift is apparent in the films of this decade.
Presentation and Reception of the Monstrous Character in this Period:
Unlike the mass of collective ghosts in Poltergeist, these films of the 2000s are unearthing
individual named ghosts whose histories may become accessible to the film’s characters. What this
shift from collective to individual does, is it allows the viewer and the characters to want to
understand and defeat (or) free the ghosts instead of immediately fleeing from them. The ends of
horror films in the 1970s and 1980s often found their characters simply fleeing the monsters. Texas
Chainsaw Massacre (1974) famously ends with the final girl Sally escaping Leatherface and being
driven away in the back of a pick up truck while she scream-laughs as Leatherface dances with his
chainsaw in the middle of the street. In another Tobe Hooper horror film, the original Poltergeist
(1982), the family flees from the haunted house and drives away without looking back. The
Amityville Horror (1979) ends almost identically, with a zero death count for the film, and the
family, in its entirety, escapes. However, in the remake, The Amityville Horror (2005) the film
doesn’t end with the escape but with ghosts who are trapped and need our help. This is becoming a
trope of more contemporary horror which signifies that the characters who survive feel a sense of
guilt for leaving the ghosts to struggle with their unresolved trauma. More importantly, it signifies
that the audience should align themselves not with the human characters in these films, but instead
offer our sympathy to the ghosts who haunt them.
The 2000s operate as a link between the 1980s and the present and so the monsters in these
films are both othered and sympathetic. In Freddy vs. Jason (2005) we sympathize with Freddy’s
situation because he is trapped in the dream world and unable to escape to fight Jason Vorhees. The
title itself, Freddy vs. Jason, asks the audience to choose a side and root for one of these characters
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which signifies that they are not to be othered or feared in the way they were earlier in these
franchises. As a result, the film paints them as sympathetic. Jason because he is being tricked by
Freddy to believe that his mother, which he mourns, is still alive, and Freddy because he is
trapped.
Additionally, Samara’s corporeality in The Ring (2002) signifies her as both monstrous and
human. At the end of The Ring, a character named Noah, who watched the tape and assisted Rachel
in her investigation throughout the film, is confronted with Samara’s video suddenly appearing on
his television seven days after he first viewed it. At this point, Noah and Rachel believe they’ve
helped Samara stop killing through uncovering her past, but she continues her killing spree by
murdering Noah in this scene because the characters haven’t fully understood her trauma. She
crawls out of the well in which she drowned and walks towards the screen. Noah’s expression is
one of disbelief but also knowing. Through his research alongside Rachel’s and engagement with
Samara in the film, he recognizes the movement of her image in the tape as something that can
harm him, but the rational part of him dismisses the possibility of her physical actuality. She
reaches the frame and crawls through the screen towards him. The lights in this scene are the
brightest in the film. It is eight in the morning, and the sun shines through Noah’s floor to ceiling
windows signifying Noah’s and the audience’s realization that Samara is more than a ghost. Her
corporality marks her as both monstrous and sympathetic, monstrous because it signifies her as a
physical threat and sympathetic because her bodily form humanizes her. But because this film is
the middle ground between the never sympathetic ghosts of the 80s and the hyper sympathetic
ghosts of recent supernatural horror, Samara walks the line too. She is both a child and a terrifying
monster who hurts people. “I do, and I’m sorry, but it won’t stop,” she says to a doctor during an
interview before her death (The Ring 1:15:20). The “it” indicates it is not her - the human girl - that
is harming and murdering. The audience learns that she causes pain, and in that way is monstrous,
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but we also learn in this moment that Samara feels compelled by some unnamed power to do this.
So we are driven to feel both fear of and sympathy for this child/monster.
In recent horror, the investigation will inevitably lead the protagonist to the origin of the
ghost’s suffering. I refer to this as “Entering the Cellar” scenes. This happens in The Ring (2002)
when Rachel falls into the well in which Samara drowned and finds her body in the water. In the
Amityville remake it occurs when Ryan Reynolds’ character - George Lutz - investigates the crawl
space behind the wall to uncover the cells where the Reverend Ketchum would torture the Native
Americans. In other words, horror films of this period use research as a way to understand the
origin of the haunting and they assume hauntings are a result of suffering. So the real empathy
arises when the characters are able to use their investigation in order to witness and experience the
pain that the ghost suffers. This is a significant change in the kinds of research in these films. This
change suggests that all research, empirical, mystical, bookish, or interview based, fails in
comparison to the experience of the place where trauma occurred. These spaces haunt; through
entering this space the protagonist, and thus, the audience are able to sympathize with the being
that haunts. The protagonist and the audience don’t just know of the monster’s pain, passively; they
actively seek it out through investigating. They have been there, seen it and in some cases,
experienced it too. But this sympathy only goes so far. Understanding may lead to sympathy, but in
The Ring, Rachel fails to actually identify with what Samara is feeling and experiencing.

39

Fig. 5 Aidan and Rachel in The Ring (2002).
After Rachel enters the well where Samara died and finds her bones, the film begins to
wrap up. This feels like a resolution. Rachel believes it’s over and that through her investigation
she has put Samara to rest. But, she hasn’t, because Samara continues to kill. Towards the end of
the film, Rachel wakes up in bed next to her son. The scene is bright, brighter than much of the
film and this signifies her relief (see Fig. 5). Her son, Aidan, asks, “What time is it?” and Rachel
responds, “It’s either really late or really early, depending on how you look at it” (The Ring
1:38:20-1:38:28). This dialogue highlights the theme of varied interpretations here and sets up the
idea that Rachel might have been wrong. Their conversation continues, “What happened to the
girl? Is she still in the dark place?” Aidan asks. Rachel replies, “No. We set her free.” He sits up
startled. “You helped her? Why did you do that?” Rachel seems confused when she says, “What’s
wrong honey?” Aidan replies, “You weren’t supposed to help her.” Rachel tries to reassure him.
She says, “It’s ok now. She’s not gonna hurt you.” The scene ends when Aidan’s nose begins to
bleed and he tells her, “Don’t you understand, Rachel. She never sleeps.” (The Ring 1:38:2040

1:39:26). Immediately after this, Samara crawls out of Noah’s television set and kills him. It isn’t
until after Noah’s death that Rachel discovers that Samara didn’t want someone to put her to rest,
or help her, or set her free at all. The only way for the curse to “skip you” is if you do what Rachel
had done unintentionally, make a copy and pass it on. This indicates that Rachel failed to
empathize with Samara even though she believed she had because she misunderstood what Samara
really wanted. She did not want someone to uncover her past, but for people to hear her story, from
her point of view and to pass it along to others. Rachel’s investigation ignored that desire because
every moment of research that she engaged in was a defiance against and invalidation of Samara’s
tape. She insisted on searching for other points of view instead of valuing and listening to the
ghost’s own narrative.
Some scholarship has noted a shift in sympathy for ghosts during this period. Susan Bruce’s
2005 article, “Sympathy For the Dead: (G)Hosts, Hostilities and Mediums in Alejandro
AmenáBar's The Others and Postmortem Photography” mentions two thrillers: The Sixth Sense
(1999) and The Others (2001) both films which came out shortly before The Ring (2002). Bruce
highlights the similarities in the way these films signify ghosts as sympathetic beings. She writes,
“Ghosts, one might remark, appear to be experiencing not only a comeback, but also some kind of
shift or change in what they mean to us; where classically they have scared us (uncanny being, in
Freud’s formulation, a ‘class of the frightening’), we have been encouraged more recently, both in
fiction and in theory, to grieve for them instead” (23). This is definitely clear in the more recent
supernatural horror under examination here. Bruce points out that both The Sixth Sense and The
Others have almost identical twist endings where the main characters are revealed to be the ghosts
all along and that this realization is a way for audiences to sympathize with these ghosts.
With this cultural shift, and these movies as cultural primers, The Ring is able to create a
similar twist ending, but one that functions very differently. Unlike The Others and The Sixth
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Sense, The Ring signifies Samara as a monster throughout, but the end of the film tells us that she is
and she isn’t. Her representation as both monster and victim is emblematic of the middle period in
which she emerges; she is a human, with a history and a knowable traumatic past, but, as Samara
says before her death, she wants to hurt people and “it won’t stop.” (The Ring 1:15:20). The Ring
holds a particular place in this shift, because it is a melding of the two periods and the two
significations of monsters through research.
While The Ring gives us a monster we can understand and sympathize with, it also resists
explanation. A lot of the time the kinds of research characters do in the horror genre is a way to
create a timeline of certain events. Research in the horror genre becomes increasingly about
causality, and thus about the order of events within time. This allows viewers to understand why
these monsters haunt. While there is a tremendous amount of researching and investigating in The
Ring, there is almost no explanation of causal relationships. All the information found through
research that relates to Samara, is fragmented, experiential knowing, which is temporally displaced.
Avery Gordon writes in Ghostly Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination that “the
haunting is a very particular way of knowing what has happened or is happening. Being haunted
draws us affectively, sometimes against our will and always a bit magically, into the structure of
feeling of a reality we come to experience, not as cold knowledge, but as a transformative
recognition” (8). Haunting is experiential knowing, and we grow to know Samara in this way. Her
position as the middle ground between these two periods allows us to uncover so much about her
life and her experience and at the same time uncover so little. We recall moments, fragments and
memories but we cannot place them in time, and thus cannot fully accept whether Samara is
inherently evil (as those who knew her in her life claim) or only became deadly as a result of being
a victim of trauma and abuse. She is both at fault and therefore monstrous and not at fault and
therefore to be sympathized with because the film fails to highlight causality. Because of the film’s
42

choice to fail to connect these moments in a coherent timeline, we are unable to be sure if Samara
haunts as a result of trauma, or if she experienced the trauma of being murdered by her mother
because she was haunting her mother to begin with.
The genre shifts away from collective trauma to individualized trauma by the 2000s and
this is apparent in the use of research in the films. If these movies are no longer asking, “what is
going on?” but “why is this going on?” then they must have a person or subject to analyze.
Hauntings in this period are perceived as trauma belonging to individualized persons and therefore
identifiable, human characters who are portrayed with more (though not complete) humanity and
therefore more sympathy. Their threat becomes less terrifying and instead the real horrors are the
crimes committed against the ghosts in the past, and not the implied crimes the ghosts will commit
with vengeance. In this way their vengeance is justified and even encouraged. We fear Samara but
we also begin to understand that her haunting us is driven by what has happened to her.
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Part Three: The Agent Investigator and the Empathetic Monster in Horror Films of the
2010s:
While The Ring featured research conducted by a professional researcher - an investigative
journalist - in films of the last ten years, research in horror gains even greater accessibility and this
affects the films’ and the monsters’ categorization. This is because the audience is able to not only
witness the act of investigation but imagine themselves performing it. People are increasingly
uncomfortable with mystery and not knowing; perhaps because of this, horror films of this period
have fully agent protagonists who actively engage in investigation. The ghosts of modern horror
are marked as fully humanized and empathetic. Finally, the films highlight our cultural fear of
misinterpreting the research we engage in in our lives.

Table. 4 Tracking the Research Trope in Horror Films of the 2010s
This graph tracks the research trope in the most recent iterations of these franchises from
2010-2018. What is immediately apparent here is that there are, again, a high number of research
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scenes in almost all of the categories. The primary methods of research in this period are library
archive scenes, personal artifact scenes, and interview scenes. These modes of research indicate
that the characters in the films of this period are agent investigators who conduct their own
research.
Types of Research in this Period:
Personal research increases dramatically at the end of the thirty year span in the A
Nightmare on Elm Street franchise. We become more interested culturally in perception as a means
to understand the world. Because the internet promises to give us agency and control, we begin to
evaluate all things primarily through our own experiences of them. We don’t need to believe other
people’s stories. Instead, we believe the artifacts that we can access on our own like photos or
diaries if we see them with our own eyes. The films in this period have many moments where
protagonists conduct interviews and collect information from other characters, but unlike their
1980s or early 2000s counterparts, they don’t stop there. They almost always search for empirical
artifacts to corroborate these stories.
An eclipsing occurs with the disappearance of the magical medium scene which is almost
entirely replaced by more empirical methods of research. This communicates a shift away from the
mystical as a desired way of knowing and is instead replaced with empirical knowledge as
desirable knowledge. The original Poltergeist features only two instances of magical medium
scenes. However, these scenes make up much of the film’s climax, so they encompass a good deal
of time, while the remake in 2015 features one instance of a magical medium scene that is
orchestrated by the paranormal investigators and is signified as technological and not mystical. As
for Rings (2018), it appears that there is a spike in magical medium scenes in the reboot but when
you look at how it actually functions in the film it becomes apparent that the mystical is not the
primary method of knowing here. The film limits characters’ access to the supernatural to a short
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amount of time across a number of brief moments which guide the protagonist on her investigation
(See Table 4). These moments of supernatural clairvoyance are also not entirely mystical in the
reboot because stylistically they act as flashbacks which are placed in the protagonist’s vision by
the tape, a physical and empirical document through which the character’s gain information. In
Rings empirical investigation through both personal artifacts or documents of other kinds takes
place over 10 scenes. The growth of document research scenes as well as the medium scenes
influenced by contact with other kinds of research suggests that horror has moved towards
engaging with empirical evidence of the other worldly over magical mediums. What this means is
that popular horror has become less concerned with the impersonal and the mystical and that it has
become more interested in using the personal, though empirical, methods through which to gain
knowledge and understanding. And this leads us to the whole point, really. As these characters are
engaging with so much more research, they demonstrate more personal agency, so they dig deeper
into the monsters’ stories and motivations. All of this is a way to present monsters as sympathetic
survivors themselves who are seeking our empathy, help, and freedom.
While the Poltergeist remake (2015) doesn’t feature fully humanized ghosts with knowable
identities and has no scenes of document research, it has many paranormal investigator scenes
which feature empirical evidence of the other worldly and many interviews which characterize the
ghosts as more sympathetic than the rhetoric used to describe them in the original. In a scene early
in the remake, the morning after the young daughter Maddy has first contacted the ghosts in the
alternate dimension through the television, her mother asks while gardening on a sunny morning,
“Do you remember last night, when you said, ‘they’re here’?” Maddy replies “Uh-huh” and her
mother continues: “What did you mean? Who’s here?” At this point Maddy responds “Just my
friends.” Already we can see that the ghosts in this film, while still appearing as apparitions who
are inhuman, are being categorized by this child as nonthreatening. Her mother asks, “Yeah? Your
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pretend friends?” and Maddy replies, “No, they’re lost people. They’re not pretend, Mommy.”
(Poltergeist 22:45). Not only does she characterize them as nonthreatening friends, but she gives
the audience a reason to sympathize with them; they are lost and they are real. In contrast, in the
original, Poltergeist (1982) the night after Carol Anne has first made contact with the ghosts
through the television her mother asks her, “Sweetheart, last night when you said, ‘They’re here-’”
but Carol Anne interrupts the question and tries to change the subject. She asks, “Can I take my
goldfish to school?” Her mother tries again, “Sweety, remember last night. Do you remember when
you woke up and you said, ‘they’re here’?” This time Carol Anne responds, “Uh-huh.” Her mother
continues, “Well, who did you mean? Who’s here?” Carol Anne answers, “The TV people.”
(Poltergeist, 1982, 00:25:36). This characterization is both ominous and threatening because it
brings back the imagery of the ghost-like entity that emerged from the TV and entered the walls the
night before. While both responses refer to a collective group, the remake’s description paints this
group as sympathetic early in the film, while the original others them and marks them as a threat.
Perhaps what’s most apparent about this decade’s horror is in the way that research has not
only changed how we relate to the monsters but also highlights new anxieties about information in
the digital age. Because these characters sometimes won’t appear overwhelmed by the process of
investigation, they don’t exactly mirror the anxiety that we feel while navigating the well of
research in our lives. However, these narratives do deepen that anxiety and highlight an even
deeper fear - our fear of being misinformed. If characters fail to correctly navigate their
investigation and it has dire consequences, then we become paranoid that failed investigation can
be disastrous.
The Fake-out Ending and The Fear of Misinformation:
You are probably familiar with one popular formula for writing the ending of a horror film.
The sub-genre is almost completely irrelevant because, no matter the type, so many end like this:
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protagonist(s) fight the monster/ghost/demon/spirit in a final battle and defeat them. They flee,
usually rejoice and, then, just as you’re getting ready to place your feet back on the sticky, sodacovered floor of the theater and brave the darkness outside, the monster blinks, or vanishes, or
shows some sign of reincarnation just in time for one last jump scare before the credits roll, neatly
setting up the narrative for the inevitable sequel. What’s interesting is that while the fake-out
ending doesn’t seem to be going anywhere, modern horror films have changed how these fake-out
endings function, and thus they highlight a very timely cultural fear: not the fear of the unknown,
but the fear of misinformation. So let’s go back in time a bit.
Enter Freddy: the nightmarish ghost that kills you in your dreams, but “if you die in your
dreams, you die for real.” In 1984, when the world met Freddy Krueger, fans had to face him
nearly every year after for the rest of the decade. And each of the first five installments of the
franchise end with a similar fake out. In A Nightmare on Elm Street (1984), Nancy appears to
defeat Freddy and wake up from the dream to find all her family and friends, who were
slaughtered, alive. She jumps into her friend’s convertible to drive off into the sunset while her
mother waves from the stoop only to find that the car transforms into Freddy’s iconic green and red
sweater and engulfs them. Blood spatters. Her mother is sucked into the window on their front door
and the credits roll. At the end of A Nightmare on Elm Street 2: Freddy’s Revenge (1985), after
defeating Freddy and returning to the status quo, the protagonist Jesse is frightened that the
monster will return. His friend says, “Jesse, it’s ok. It’s all over.” Seconds later Freddy’s bladed
glove bursts through Jesse’s friend’s chest. The screen is covered in smoke, and we’re left with
Robert Englund’s haunting laugh. A Nightmare on Elm Street 3: Dream Warriors (1987) ends with
the characters going to sleep after defeating Freddy again. He bursts into a beam of light and
vanishes. The film ends on a still shot of the main character sleeping next to a model of the original
haunted house, when suddenly, a light turns on in the model bedroom where Freddy made his first
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kill years ago. Someone screams, and the screen turns to black. At the end of A Nightmare on Elm
Street 4: Dream Masters (1988) Freddy is defeated by the spirits of his victims trapped inside his
own skin. His body betrays him and rips away at him until he is vanquished. The spirits float away
and thank our protagonist, Alice. “Thank you for freeing us,” they chant in tiny children’s voices.
They giggle and float up to the sky while our hero looks on and smiles. “Rest in Hell,” Alice says
as she walks out into the sunlight. But it doesn’t end there because the final shot pans to an image
of Freddy’s reflection in the water of a fountain. At the end of A Nightmare on Elm Street 5: The
Dream Child (1989) Freddy is reabsorbed into the stomach of the ghost of his mother. Yup. You
read that right. But this is undone minutes later when his bladed glove bursts through her stomach,
and she screams as the camera pans backwards down a hallway and leaves her writhing in the dark.
The only Nightmare movie that doesn’t feature a fake out ending is the 6th, Freddy’s Dead: The
Final Nightmare (1991), because, well, the writers, unknowingly, thought that the story ended
there.
Now, why have I bored you with this list? Well it’s simple really, to prove just how often
this trope occurs. What’s interesting is the trope hasn’t left, but it doesn’t work the same way
anymore. In each of these films I’ve just described, the fake out happy ending first comes from a
defeat brought on by a final fight. In each case, the respective protagonists, Nancy, Jesse, Alice,
Lisa, Maggie, and Amanda, all fight Freddy with weapons, willpower and ultimately, triumph. Our
sense of safety comes from his defeat. In contemporary horror from about the last ten years, the
fake-out ending doesn’t come from a fight, but from an investigation. It happens through research.
Early versions of the fake out ending communicate that the characters failed simply because these
monsters cannot be defeated. However, modern horror fake out endings communicate that the
characters failed not because they’re dealing with an indestructible beast, but because their research
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and investigation or even sometimes their interpretive skills are flawed. In recent horror, the failure
to defeat the monster is our responsibility alone.
In both the A Nightmare on Elm Street remake (2010) and The Ring reboot, Rings (2018)
the protagonists incorrectly interpret their research. The protagonist of A Nightmare on Elm Street,
Nancy, discovers that her parents lied to her about what happened while she was in preschool. She
confronts her mother because she cannot remember. Her mother says,
There was a man at the preschool his name was Fred Kreuger. He was a gardener. He lived in the
basement of the preschool and you kids were his life. We didn’t want to believe it at first.
You all were so innocent. And you, Nancy, you were his favorite of all. And then, we
started to notice things. He left town before we ever were able to confront him. He’s gone.
He can’t hurt you anymore. So these dreams that you’re having they’re repressed memories
from a terrible terrible time (A Nightmare on Elm Street, 2010, 00:51:21-00:53:03).
Soon, after conducting more research and having a dream about Freddy’s death, Nancy’s friend
Quentin discovers that Freddy Krueger was murdered by the parents in the neighborhood because
as children, they had disclosed that Krueger was assaulting them. Quentin and Nancy confront
Quentin’s father and the conversation is as follows:
Quentin: You killed Krueger.
Alan (Quentin’s father): Where did you hear that?
Quentin: You chased him, you cornered him, and you burned him. You hunted him!
Alan: We weren't hunting, we were protecting you!
Quentin: From what?!
Alan: From him! For what he did to you! After what you kids told us…
Quentin: We were five! We would’ve said anything! Why didn’t you go to the police?!
Alan: You were so young.
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Quentin: Oh, god! And the things we said he did! The cave? Did you ever find it?!
Alan: No.
Quentin: How did you know he was guilty? You killed an innocent man. (A Nightmare on Elm
Street, 2010, 1:01:01-:01:02:02).
There are several interesting things happening here. First, the reason that Quentin doesn’t
believe that Krueger assaulted them and deserved to die, is because he experienced Freddy’s death
through a flashback in a dream. While, Kreuger’s death is shown in an earlier installment in a
flashback, it is never shown from the perspective of Krueger himself until now. In the remake, the
camera is inside the factory while he is burned to death. We watch Freddy scream and writhe in
pain. And therefore, we and Quentin, experience sympathy for him. The second interesting thing
that is happening here, is when Quentin says, “And the things we said he did! The cave? Did you
ever find it?!” This illustrates that modern characters and audiences are not interested in believing
other people’s points of view, unless we can experience them ourselves by finding proof. Quentin
doesn’t believe this story because he cannot remember it and because no evidence of a cave exists.
But he does believe Freddy’s point of view, because he witnessed it. What is fascinating about this,
is that Quentin and Nancy discover that they were wrong. This is the way horror films often end in
this period. The most terrifying conclusion is no longer merely that the threat persists, but that we,
a society ill equipped to navigate the well of information, are wrong. And in a way, we were the
real villains all along.
Rings ends on a similar point. The delayed 2018 installment to The Ring franchise, Rings,
follows a teenager, Julia, on a quest to delve deeper into the Samara legend not by investigating her
past but the past of Samara’s birth mother. At the beginning of the investigation, Samara marks
Julia’s palm with a series of dots during a vision Julia has about Samara’s past. The characters
make a photocopy of the marking, but do not understand what it means. Later, when interviewing a
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blind man, who is a resident of the town where Samara’s mother lived, he touches her palm and
says, “What’s this on your hand? Why did you put this mark on your hand?” (Rings 1:04:40). He
warns her, “Having a vision, doesn’t mean you know what that vision means.” (Rings 1:03:50).
This suggests that Julia is misinterpreting her quest. Still, it isn’t until the final scene of the film,
that her friend, Holt, realizes that the marking on Julia’s hand is Braille. He runs to a computer to
type in the Braille alphabet to discover what the symbols mean, as Julia peels the top layer of the
skin on her palm in the bathroom, revealing white, water-soaked flesh underneath, the flesh of
Samara. Holt types in the final letter and the screen reads, “REBIRTH” as Julia’s image in the
bathroom mirror changes into Samara’s. The end of both these recent films offer a fake-out ending
that varies drastically from the typical fake-outs of the genre. These monsters continue to haunt,
yes, but they do so because the characters and we, the viewers, messed up. We literally couldn’t
read the information we gathered, and because of this, we’ve failed to defeat them. This shift in the
ending trope of these movies highlights our cultural fear of misinformation which is a very
prominent cultural anxiety about information in the digital era.
Presentation and Reception of the Monstrous Character in this Period, with an
Emphasis on Monsters’ Mothers:
Characters that have been traditionally seen as monstrous others are instead presented as
victims of abuse or injustices in the films analyzed from the 2010s. As described above, in the
remake of A Nightmare on Elm Street (2010) there is one shocking difference from the original
1984 film: there is strong doubt about Freddy’s guilt, doubt which causes us to empathize with the
monster. As the decade goes on, empathy for these monsters increases, and a quick comparison of
the stories of these monsters’ mothers from films from all three of these distinct periods
underscores this.
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By the time we reach Rings in 2018, we have a protagonist who completely identifies and
empathizes with both Samara and Samara’s mother. What’s more, while this empathy is new, the
plot of this movie is not. Like Rings (2018), A Nightmare on Elm Street 5: The Dream Child (1989)
follows a protagonist, Alice, who receives visions which highlight the trauma of the ghost’s
mother. In both films, these visions lead the protagonist on an investigation which reveals that the
ghost’s mother was raped and held hostage under circumstances controlled by Catholic church
officials. Freddy’s mother, a nun, appears as a ghost and describes how she conceived Freddy by
being raped by one hundred patients in a Catholic mental hospital run by nuns, and Samara’s
mother conceives her daughter following being raped by a priest who has held her prisoner. Both
films, in other words, use Catholic imagery, feature nuns and mental institutions, and center around
finding bones which are buried in an unmarked grave, and forgotten. Both protagonists in these
films need to uncover the truth about the ghost’s origin in order to reach the end of the narrative.
However, because these films are from very distinct periods in horror, the way these nearly
identical plots characterize their ghosts are vastly different.
In Rings (2018) the backstory of the trauma of Samara’s mother, Evelyn Borden, is used as
a way to empathize with Samara because Julia, the main character, learns of this history by
entering the cellar, by essentially going to the place were Samara’s mother was raped. At the end of
Rings (2018) Samara is replaced as the villain by the blind priest who raped her birth mother. As
Julia digs through the sheetrock in a room in the priest’s house to free Samara’s bones, the priest
attacks her and attempts to kill her. It is at this moment that the tape plays on Julia’s phone across
the floor and Samara emerges from the screen to save Julia and kill the priest (Rings, 2018,
1:30:24). This is the only time in the series that Samara emerges from the other realm to kill
someone who hasn’t watched the tape seven days earlier. In this way, his murder is an act of
heroism and not because of the “rules” Samara has devised for her tape. Not only this, but as she is
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emerging from the screen, Julia receives a vision of Samara before her death. Samara whispers
“Don’t leave me” (Rings, 2018 1:30:34). This humanizes Samara and marks her as both a victim
and a hero in this scene. The research which revealed the backstory of her mother’s trauma is what
makes this move possible.
Unlike Rings, in A Nightmare on Elm Street 5: The Dream Child (1989), Freddy’s mother
Amanda Kreuger’s backstory is used as a way to demonize Freddy. He is referred to as “The
bastard son of 100 maniacs” (A Nightmare on Elm Street 5: The Dream Child 00:05:50). During a
flashback of Amanda Keuger’s labor, we see Freddy born, a crawling, wrinkled demon like entity.
He escapes his mother’s womb and scurries across the floor towards Alice (See Fig. 6). Evelyn
Borden’s tragic backstory in Rings provides an explanation for Samara’s haunting which is that she
seeks revenge for generational trauma. In contrast, Amanda Krueger’s tragic backstory provides an
explanation for Freddy’s haunting which is that Freddy is monstrous, and not deserving of
empathy, because it is in his nature and he has been this way since birth.

Fig. 6. Freddy’s Birth in A Nightmare on Elm Street 5: The Dream Child (1989)
In the middle period, The Ring Two (2005) is the first time we hear of Samara’s birth
mother, Evelyn, (played by Sissy Spacek) but at this point, Rachel, the protagonist of both The
Ring and The Ring Two, visits Samara’s mother in an insane asylum to learn more about Samara’s
past. Rachel discovers that Evelyn attempted to drown Samara soon after she was born. Evelyn
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claims that Samara’s father is “a demon from the sea” she tells Rachel: “They don't dream, you
know. The dead don't dream, and the dead never sleep. They wait, they watch for a way to get
back. My baby told me to, just like yours will tell you, and you have to do it. You have to send it
back. They stopped me. Don't let them stop you. You have to listen to the voices. You know what
they did? They let the dead get in. They let the dead get in.” (The Ring Two 1:31:49). In this scene,
Evelyn attempts to convince Rachel to kill her son Aiden because Evelyn believes that, like
Samara, Aiden is evil and must be destroyed. This film emerges in the middle period categorized
by sympathy and not empathy and understanding. It is clear that Samara is being categorized as
inherently evil here but the knowledge that both Samara’s birth mother and foster mother attempted
to drown her isn’t lost on viewers and could elicit sympathy for the child. Ultimately, the backstory
of the mother in the film from the 1980s categorizes the ghost as demonic, inhuman, and naturally
evil. The backstory of the mother from the early 2000s categorizes the ghost as believed to be
inherently evil but also marks her as sympathetic. Finally, the backstory of the mother in the late
2010s characterizes the ghost as empathetic because she is heroically avenging her mother’s
trauma.
What becomes clear when we analyze the history of these monster’s mothers is that it isn’t
the story which allows us to empathize but the method through which we learn about it. When we
learn that trauma categorizes the origin of the ghost who haunts through cryptic storytelling in both
A Nightmare on Elm Street 5: The Dream Child and The Ring Two we experience fear and
confusion and a separation between the storyteller, the story, and the audience. However, when we
learn that trauma categorizes the origin of the ghost who haunts through experiential knowing like
the active investigator entering the cellar or the place where trauma occurred we are able to
experience the grief, pain and suffering of the victims of abuse in a new way. This type of
experiential investigation leads the characters to empathize rather than other or sympathize because
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they don't just know what happened, they’ve felt it. This leads us to the final distinction that active
research in recent horror has created, the fear that points inwards.
In recent supernatural horror, ghosts are no longer a threat of “an Other” they are a threat of
ourselves. The Amazon synopsis of Rings (2017) says that the film is about “unlock(ing) the
secrets of the Samara legend.” In contrast, the Amazon description of the original film, The Ring
(2002) says that it is about “unravel(ing) the mystery of The Ring.” While both descriptions
highlight the investigative nature of both of these films, one focuses on investigating a
phenomenon, and the other focuses on investigating the haunting spirit herself. This is an
illustration of the shift to a more personal type of investigation for the purpose of understanding the
beings that haunt us. But this more recent horror does more than just sympathize or even empathize
with the ghost, it transforms her. The end of the film has a similar twist to the original, Julia
believes that she has freed Samara from her anguish through Julia’s experience of investigating and
uncovering Samara’s past, but yet again, the ghost doesn’t want to be saved. She wants to haunt,
but this time, she plans to assume Julia’s form. The movie ends with Julia transforming into
Samara in the shower. Samara becomes fully corporeal because she invades a living body and is
literally reborn through this transformation. So the humanization of Samara is complete here, but
her monstrousness is no longer defined through the audience’s sympathy or her “otherness”
because she becomes the protagonist. The shift in understanding has completed its pendulum
swing; There is no longer a division between the haunted and those who haunt.
Not only do these films create empathetic monsters through humanizing them and offering
tragic backstories, but they actually display empathy on the part of their protagonists. The Ring
reboot highlights the distinction between the period of sympathy and the period of empathy
through the comparison of the research that Rachel in the original film and Julia in the remake
engage in. Unlike the original, Samara asks Julia to investigate in Rings (2018). She places a video
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inside the frame of the original video leaving clues for Julia to find out about Samara’s mother and
avenge her. This invitation changes the meaning of her research. This marks Julia’s investigation as
an act of empathy which is distinct from the original film. Because while Rachel believes she is
enacting empathy, in The Ring (2002) she is actually in defiance of Samara’s wishes. The Ring
appears to wrap up after Rachel has uncovered “the truth” about Samara’s history through
document research. She investigates places, documents, interviews and people but none of these
methods of research bring her closer to understanding what Samara wants to say. Rachel’s
investigation is not an act of empathy because while she learns about Samara’s past through
research, Samara did not consent to this investigation. All she wanted was to be heard and believed
through the tape.
This is also the way that research is framed in the A Nightmare on Elm Street (2010)
remake. In the 1980s, research was conducted in order to try and stop these monsters, but in recent
horror films the research is seen as a method to help them. In A Nightmare on Elm Street (2010)
Quentin and Nancy discover that their parents killed Freddy and believe they did it unjustly.
Quentin says, “We got him killed. Our stories, our lies.” Nancy replies, “What if we can make him
stop? What about the preschool? Marcus said that Freddy wanted him to find something.” (A
Nightmare on Elm Street 1:02:32-1:02:40). The characters interpret the dreams that Freddy is
giving them, not as harbingers of an imminent threat, but as clues, as an invitation. Freddy is
communicating with them through these symbols and they want to help him.
Ultimately, the remakes and reboots of the 2010s move these monsters towards empathy.
The protagonists understand them, listen to them, investigate for them, and attempt to help them.
They are no longer collective unnamed faces. They have fleshed out histories which become
apparent through the research trope. Investigation brings both protagonists and audiences closer to
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understanding them. Yet, at the same time, while research attempts to remove the monstrousness
away from those who haunt, our fears become realigned and instead they shift from other to self.
Conclusion:
Horror theorists often talk about the catharsis of being able to experience horror in the safe
space of the theater, but these movies in particular attempt to remove that safety and blur the
boundary between the real world and the supernatural world that they inhabit. They accomplish this
through mythologizing the very technology that we utilize to access these tales. We are no longer
safe because we watched it on a screen. The notion that we watched it on a screen is precisely the
thing that has damned us. After watching Poltergeist, all television sets with static look like portals
to a ghostly prison. After The Ring, telephones and TV sets feel like gateways to a monster’s
revenge. After A Nightmare on Elm Street, even the safety of sleep is no longer an option. The
movies I’ve analyzed here scared us in a way that other horror couldn’t because the monsters they
feature have a way of following us home.
A Memory:
After my friends and I went to see the remake of A Nightmare on Elm Street in Astoria,
Queens as teenagers some jerk plugged their blue iPod into the car radio in the parking lot as we
left the theater and blasted “Mr. Sandman”, a spooky song about a figure that controls people’s
dreams.
That jerk was me.
My sister screeched like Freddy had leapt through the windshield and entered our waking
world. She squirmed like the song was some sort of chant that invited him into reality, and it was
awesome, because I got her back for pretending to crawl through the TV after watching The Ring
when we were kids.
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As I was researching for this project, I found myself rummaging through google and
different library databases for sources about how technology and the internet have changed the way
we do research. I’d spend some time sifting through headlines that weren’t promising, constantly
changing my search terms because I couldn’t figure out how to best describe what I was looking
for. The meta-ness of using the internet to research information about research and the internet
didn’t escape me. But, it’s also probably why I found it so difficult to navigate. Each time I’d write
a phrase that I thought might lead me somewhere, I’d end up in a hole 54 million sources deep. It
almost seems like this isn’t a point I have to prove. The way we do research has absolutely been
altered by the digital age. But, what this experience has highlighted, what is even more valuable, I
think, is how our access to a well of information this wide, has created a new form of anxiety in
modern researchers. Where people used to feel anxiety over not having easy access to information
at all, we are now anxious that we have no idea how to navigate the information that we can access.
The evolution of the research trope in horror franchises has given us a lens to understand
our own relationship to information and our anxieties surrounding it. As the franchises progress
and change, so do we. The monsters in these movies are more visible, understandable and
empathetic. Yet, horror is a genre that requires a villain, so as the victim-heroes and the audience
take up the role of researcher over time, the blame for these crimes becomes shared. Imagine a
library, stacks of books and newspapers piled in corners, on desks, forming mountains on the floor.
Maybe, it’s dark. Maybe there’s small rays of light cast from green table lamps, or through stained
glass windows. Imagine a library where you uncover a ghostly history, alone, and yet you sense
that you are not.
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